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GEOGRAPHICAL BOOK REVIEWING* 

Geographical periodicals were very slow in introducing the feature of 
book criticism. The Royal Geographical Society was founded in 1830, but 
it was not until 1879 that it established in its Proceedings a review depart- 
ment. The German Globus became noted for its trenchant, illuminating book 
criticisms ; but they were first introduced in its fifty- third volume. The periodi- 
cal of the Vienna Geographical Society was first issued in 1857 and book re- 
views began to appear in 1868. The Berlin Geographical Society did not print 
book reviews till fourteen years after its monthly appeared. The initial Bulletin 
of the American Geographical Society was printed in 1852 and its department 
of "Book Notices" was introduced in 1895. 

A conspicuous exception to the rule of belated attention to book criticism 
is Petermanns Mitteilungen. Its first number in 1855 contained four book re- 
views. The list grew very slowly till it became, as it is to-day, the most com- 
prehensive and systematic review department in any of the geographical periodi- 
cals. The publications of most geographical societies now have conspicuous 
review departments; and one is the product of a commercial publishing house — 
the annual supplement to Annates de GSographie, which prints about 1,200 
selected titles a year with concise, informing and suggestive comment. 

Before book reviewing in geographical journals was introduced or had be- 
come important, bibliographical lists of books and sometimes of maps were 
published. The Berlin Geographical Society fairly well covered in its lists the 
best features of the literary output. But the quantity of literature and maps 
has vastly increased in recent years. The number of books, pamphlets, papers 
and maps added every year to the geographical and cartographic output now 
amounts to thousands. Fortunately for geographers, there is perhaps no 
science whose literary and map output is more fully presented in bibliographi- 
cal lists than that of geography. The ' ' Geographische Jahrbueh ' ' of Germany, 
the leader in these lists for many years, has endeavored to cover the entire field 
of geography by giving the title of every helpful paper, monograph or book, 
often with short comment, just enough to characterize the work or to indicate 
its content. Why was it important that in addition to geographical bibliog- 
raphies we should have geographical book reviews? Bibliographical lists were 
finally reinforced by book and map reviews in response to a demand for concise 
definition, description or discussion of work done as set forth in geographical 
literature. It was found that field exploration, and the results arrived at in 
other departments of geographical research, needed to be summarized or at 
least characterized by competent reviewers so that the specialist might more 
easily decide what in the work of others was most worthy of his attention, in 
detail, for the benefit of his own work. 

Thus staffs of book reviewers were developed in the leading European coun- 
tries, men who were greatly absorbed in their own lines of work being 
willing to spare a little time for the general good, expecting themselves to 
profit by similar sacrifices in the same cause by other experts. 

* Read at the ninth annual meeting of the Association of American Geographers, New 
Haven, December 2"-28, 1918. 

917 



918 Geographical Book Reviewing 

It is, however, no easy matter to build up a first-rate department of book 
criticism. An editor needs all the good collaboration he can get; but it is 
not very effective till it is experienced collaboration. A geographical society 
renders a distinct service when it collects a body of experienced critics with a 
sharp sense of the vital thing to say about a paper or a book. The best depart- 
ments of geographical criticism have been of slow growth. Dr. A. Supan took 
the editorship of Petermanns Mitteilungen in 1884, twenty-nine years after 
the first book reviews appeared in it. He felt compelled to announce that he 
would not be able, in that year, to take his usual part in the preparation of 
"Bevolkerung der Erde" because he was compelled himself to write nearly all 
the reviews in the " Literaturbericht, " and this practically absorbed his vital- 
ity. The idea that a productive geographer cannot spare the time to pass even 
concise judgment on the merits of a book still persists in some countries; but it 
has evaporated in most countries where we see the greatest names attached 
to book reviews — and this is a distinct advantage to geographical science. 

The greatest efficiency of review departments in geographical periodicals 
has naturally been attained in those countries where geography, as a study, 
stands highest and where its various phases of work are best organized and 
carried out with the largest results. Germany, on the whole, has a larger 
equipment of men who represent all or nearly all phases of scientific geography 
than any other country. Distinguished scholars in her higher schools still 
supply a much larger number and variety of superior contributions to book 
criticism than geography commands in any other country. The result is a never- 
ending survey, helpful and edifying, of all important additions to geographical 
knowledge, theories and methods as represented in the literary and cartographic 
output. Such review departments in geographical periodicals may especially 
be recommended to the attention of the officials of some of our own schools as 
giving a good idea of the whole content of geography. It was perhaps a mere 
inadvertence that one of our higher institutions of learning, a few years ago, 
in announcing the coming inclusion of geography in its curriculum, spoke of 
that subject as though it embraced only the regional feature. 

While some sides of geographical study have been splendidly advanced in 
our country, it is well known that this is not the case in relation to other 
phases of our subject. This fact increases the difficulty of securing adequate 
comment upon the great variety of geographical material that is reviewed at 
home. The society that is giving most attention in our country to book and 
map reviews has sent twice to New Zealand because there live the two men 
who, it is believed, could deal best with certain works published by the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington. Its review department has availed itself to some 
extent of German collaboration. The Dutch are continuing their great work 
of exploration and research in the Dutch East Indies and New Guinea and 
in the past two years have issued a considerable number of good books; but 
this society has found only one reviewer at home who, at the same time, has 
geographical equipment, a working knowledge of the Dutch language, and is 
available for the helpfulness required. The limited acquaintance of not a few 
of our geographers with the various languages of Europe often embarrasses or 
delays the production of reviews. 

We have every reason, however, to feel encouraged as to the future in our 
country of this department of geographical writing. We are passing through 
the same stages of growth that are a part of the history of geographical de- 



Geographical Book Reviewing 919 

velopment in the lands that preceded us in placing geography upon a scientific 
basis. As in Europe, not a few of our best men have withheld their collabora- 
tion, urging lack of time ; but more and more of them are recognizing the value 
of this phase of work and, as book reviewers, are strengthening our geographi- 
cal publications. There is ample incitement now to push inquiry at home for 
helpfulness of the very best kind. 

The society above mentioned was long unable to secure, in our country, 
adequate reviews of advanced treatises on mathematical geography and cartog- 
raphy; but specialists both at home and abroad are now in view for this ser- 
vice. It is still difficult in some cases to secure reviews of books written in the 
Eussian and other Slavonic languages. 

It may seem surprising that some difficulty is found in securing desirable 
reviews of the better so-called popular books on geography. Perhaps the chief 
reason is that not all of our geographers have yet attained such familiarity 
with the large units of regional geographical study as readily to seize upon the 
feature or features in these books that really offer something new. A writer, 
for example, reviewed a book on a small, little-known region east of Uganda 
in Central Africa. The one noteworthy thing in the book was that the author 
established the existence there, among a small Bantu people, of an admixture 
of Bantu and Hamitie elements in language and in custom. The review was 
pleasantly written but missed the real kernel of the work. 

Book reviewers sometimes fall into mistakes that they will avoid as they 
gain experience. It is usually better to suppress the subjective. A work under 
review should not be made a text upon which to unfold ideas or theories, not 
always pertinent, of the reviewer. The political opinions, either of the author 
or of the reviewer, should have no place in a geographical publication. As geog- 
raphers we have nothing to do with politics. Discussion in a book review 
should usually be brief and almost invariably reserved for geographical theory, 
methods and statements that make controversy permissible. 

Many of our book reviews are too long. We may recall the trenchant sen- 
tence or two in which Dr. Supan sometimes summed up his opinion of a book 
while he was still editor of Petermanns Mitteilungen. There was really nothing 
essential to add to his few telling words of characterization. From the view- 
point of many geographers it is better to get at the essence of the book, tell 
what it is and let it go at that. The function of a reviewer is to announce 
what is new, commend what is good, and correct error. Epoch-making books 
like Suess's "Antlitz der Erde" and great books like Kriimmel's "Ozean- 
ographie" require extended notice by authoritative reviewers, but they are the 
great exceptions; and with the press adding thousands of items to geographical 
lists every year, many worthy books can have only bibliographical entry. 

C. C. A. 



